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ABSTRACT 

A 1985 survey of Swiss military recruits, aged about 
20, and a 1987 survey of comparable Swiss women concerning their 
attitudes toward English as a possible lingua franca for their 
multilingual country are reported. Samples consisted of responses 
from German-speaking Switzerland (1,930 males, 324 females), 
French-speaking Switzerland (1,133 males, 327 females), and 
Italian-speaking Switzerland (1,256 males, 326 females). Survey 
questions addressed the fc lowing: (1) the quantity of time spent in 
school studying English and the other foreign languages concerned; 
(2) preferences for a first/second language; (3) adequacy of the 
English learned at school; (4) expected second language use in 
professional career; (5) languages used for communication with 
another Swiss with a different native language; and (6) feelings 
about adoption of English as a lingua franca. Results show English is 
accepted as an additional language and a language for specific 
purposes. However, it is not yet accepted as a language for 
international communication despite the fact that its use in 
job-related and leisure-time domains makes it increasingly difficult 
to avoid in a multilingual setting. 'MSE) 
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7Sxxi In the following I am going to comment on statistical findings relating 
|\a to the attitudes of young Swiss citizens towards English as a possible 
lingua franca in their multilingual country. The data arc taken from a 
highly representative survey conducted in 1985, the Swiss Military 
Recruit Questionnaire filled in by 33,826 young males, aged ca. 20, 
£Q from all parts and all social classes of Switzerland. For computer anal- 
ysis a sample was taken: 1930 questionnaires from German-speaking 
Switzerland, 1133 from French-speaking Switzerland, 1256 from 
Italian-speaking Switzerland. In 1987 this survey was followed up by 
one of comparable young women. Here the figures arc less impressive, 
but still representative. There arc 324 women s questionnaires from 
Gciman-speaking Switzerland, 327 from French-speaking Switzerland, 
and 326 from Italian-speaking Switzerland. Although data on 
Romantch speakers arc also available, they arc not considered here. 
They arc too small a group to allow direct comparison. 1 

The term lingua franca' may need some clarification. The follow- 
ing labels for English arc available: English as a native language, 
English as a second langragc, English as an additional language, 
English as an international language, English as a foreign language. 1 1 

Author's correspcriG ncc address: University of Berne, English 
Seminar, GcscllschaftsstraBc 6, CH-3012 Berne, Switzerland. 

5 Full information on the questionnaire, time allotted for answering, 
surveillance and controlling, as well as on the statistical procedures arc 
available from the 'Languages in Switzerland' Project, Dcutschcs Seminar 
dcr Universal Basel, Clarastrassc 13, CH 4Q^C> BASEL. A full report is 
scheduled for publication in 1990. 
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tcntial, not only for international communication, but also for intra- 
national communication. This development is generally perceived as 
unsettling the traditional linguistic stability of multilingual 
Switzerland. Communication between the different language groups 
has been ensured by enforced bilingualism. Ideally every Swiss would 
have at least a two-language repertoire, like this: 
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so that two speakers from different language areas would at least have 
one Swiss national language in common. The threat to this solution 
seems to come from the possibility that English might be moved to the 
second position in the language repertoires of Swiss speakers: 
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so that a non-national language would become the instrument of intra- 
national communication, and English could be truly termed the lingua 
franca of multi-lingual Switzerland. 



The 1985 and 1987 data show that the traditional Swiss way of en- 
suring intra-national communication is still being applied, and it prob- 
ably still works. But people arc no longer satisfied with learning a sec- 
ond national language only, as they have to; a lot of them also want to 



5 

4 



ENGLISH AS A POSSIBLE LINGUA FRANCA IN SWITZERLAND 



tcntial, not only for international communication, but also for intra- 
national communication. This development is generally perceived as 
unsettling the traditional linguistic stability of multilingual 
Switzerland. Communication between the different language groups 
has been ensured by enforced bilingualism. Ideally every Swiss would 
have at least a two-language repertoire, like this: 





LI 


L2 


L3 


L4 


German 


German 


French 


Italian 


English 


Speaker 


German 


French 


English 


Italian 


French 


French 


German 


Italian 


English 


Speaker 


French 


German 


English 


Italian 


Italian 


Italian 


French 


German 


English 


Speaker 


Italian 


French 


English 


German 



so that two speakers from different language areas would at least have 
one Swiss national language in common. The threat to this solution 
seems to come from the possibility that English might be moved to the 
second position in the language repertoires of Swiss speakers: 



LI 



L2 



L3 



L4 



German speakers 
French speakers 
Italian speakers 



German 

French 

Italian 



ENGLISH 
ENGLISH 
ENGLISH 



French 
Genu an 
French 



Italian 
Italian 
German 



so that a non-national language would become the instrument of intra- 
national communication, and English could be truly termed the lingua 
franca of multi-lingual Switzerland. 



The 1985 and 1987 data show that the traditional Swiss way of en- 
suring intra-national communication is still being applied, and it prob- 
ably still works. But people arc no longer satisfied with learning a sec- 
ond national language only, as they have to; a lot of them also want to 



5 

4 



YORK PAPERS IN LINGUISTICS 14 



luirn English: between 40% and 55% of the men and between 50% and 
80% of the women have also learnt English. This at the cost of yet 
another national language. The time and energy invested in English 
language learning might also be seen as being missing in the study of 
the second national language. 

The situation in Italian-speaking Switzerland seems to be different 
from that in German- or French-speaking Switzerland. The Italian 
speakers arc in a minority position (4.4% of the total Swiss popula- 
tion) and thus feci a greater practical need to acquire not only a second, 
but also a third national language. English therefore comes last among 
what were called Fremdsprachen (not simply foreign languages, but also 
different Swiss languages) in the survey. 

HOW LONG DID YOU STUDY OR HAVE YOU BEEN STUDYING THE I OIXOWING 
FOREIGN LANGUAGES AT SCHOOL? FEMALE RESPONSES: 
WIE LANGE HABEN SIE DIE FOLGENDEN FREMDSPRACHEN IN DEH SCIIUl.fi 
GELERNT? 



100% 
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The fear of politicians and language purists that English is invad- 
ing Switzerland is not without foundation. And the 20-ycar-old would 
indeed like to have the possibility of learning English right away. If 
English tuition were available earlier, most of the Swiss from German 
and French speaking Switzerland would take up English as the second 
language in their repertoires; German/French would drop to third post- 
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lion. If given this option, even the Italian Swiss would select English 
first; but French and German arc not as far behind as the comparable 
Swiss national languages in German- and French-speaking Switzerland. 

Flow LONG DID YOU STUDY OR HAVE YOU BEEN STUDYING THE FOLLOWING 
FOREIGN WNGUAGES AT SCHOOL? MALE RESPONSES: 
W!E IJ\NGE HABEN SIR DIE FOLGENDEN FT* LMDS PRAC I IEN IN DER SCHULE 
GELERNT? 



100% 
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FRENGI QUESTIONNAIRES WHICH LANGUAGE WOULD YOU PRLFLR TO I .EARN AT 

SCHOOL AS A FIRST/SECOND FOREIGN IJSNGUAGE? 
FRANZOSISCHE FRAGEBOGEN ANTEILE DER PROBANDEN. DIE IN DhR SCIIUl.t ALS 
»{RSTE/ZWEITE FREMDSPRACHE FOLGENDE SPRACILEN WONSCHLN. 
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In 1986, the same question was asked of the general population in 
German- and French-speaking Switzerland, and the ssmc trend to place 
English first emerged. Even people over 40 seemed to be saying that 
the world has changed and that English would be their preference if they 
could choose today. 

PI .EASE IMAGINE THAT YOU ARE GOING TO SCHOOL AGAIN AND THAT YOU CAN 
SFU CT FOREIGN LANGUAGES WHICH LANGUAGE WOULD BE YOUR FIRST CHOICE? 
STI I.I EN SIE SICH BITTE FOR. SIh GCHEN NOCHMALS ZUR SCIIULE UIND KONNKN DIE 
FRFMDSPRACHEN W A HI. F.N WTLCHE FRF.MDSPRAOlb Wt)RDLN SIE ALS LRSTE 

WAHLI-N 7 
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The learning of foreign languages is considered important by 40 - 
45% of the young men and about 90% of th^ young women. Note the 
enormous difference here between the sex groups! Indeed, most have 
learnt - have had to learn - a second language, and many even a third. 
Such positive answers to a question like 'Do you think that learning 
foreign/other languages is necessary?' arc what one traditionally expects 
of Swiss citizens. However, the conventional assumption that Swiss 
language learners are motivated by the insight that they ought to know 
the languages of the other Swiss can no longer be made. Too obvious 
is the wish to sec ^;hcr Swiss languages in the curriculum replaced by 
English. The positive answers to the question arc no doubt also moti- 
vated by their practical need to know English - a non-Swiss language. 
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This interpretation is strengthened by the indication of the young Swiss 
that they have not had enough English instruction at school. 

DO YOU HAVE THE IMPRESSION THAT YOU LEARNED ENOUGH ENGLISH AT SCHOOL? 
HA BEN SIE GENCGEND ENGUSCH GELERNT IN DER SOIULE? 
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Not surprisingly, therefore, between 69% and 77% of the men and 
between 75% and 90% of the women think that schools should inten- 
sify foreign language instruction in English. 

But why is there this clearly expressed wish for more English? 
With German, French and Italian, Switzerland has at its disposal very 
highly developed languages with long traditions and rich cultural her- 
itages. The factors favouring the spread of English in Switzerland are 
the same as elsewhere in the modern world: apart from the linguistic 
diversity of a multilingual country, these are, particularly, material in- 
centives and cultural affiliation (DiirmuIIer 1986: 11-26). 

The data on the young Swiss show that already at age 20, they are 
expected 10 use in the professional sphere not only the Swiss national 
languages, but also English. In French and German speaking 
Switzerland, English is even more often required than Italian. (E: 27 - 
31%, I: 12-20%) 
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When checking on how the young Swiss sec their everyday lin- 
guistic future, English came to rank very prominently as a language 
they expect to be using in their professional careers. English docs not 
outshine the local Swiss languages, but it becomes obvious that it is 
expected to be as important as a second Swiss language. This tendency 
is marked especially among the women. 

WHICH FOREIGN LANGUAGE DO YOU EXPECT TO USE IN YOUR PROFESSIONAL 

CAREKR 7 MALE RESPONSES' 
W1 LCI IR FRr MDSFRACI IEN SQIfclNEN IIINEN IM niRLM GLGFNWARTIGEN ODHR 
/L'KONTTIGEN BLRUF BESONDERS WICIITIG 7V SEIN*> 
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Given Switzerland's embedding within the Western world, the fact 
that the use of English is profession-related even within the country, 
crnnot be surprising. English as an additional language for special pur- 
poses, might be acceptable. The question, however, is whether English 
might not spread further. Might it not serve the purposes of a language 
of wider communication, of a lingua franca? Once a substantial portion 
of the population speak English additionally in their workplace, can 
they be stopped from using it on other occasions, specifically when 
meeting a Swiss from a different language area? 
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WIIJCH FOREIGN LANGUAGE 00 YOU EXPECT10 USE IN YOUR PROFESSIONAL 

CAREER? FEMALE RESPONSES' 
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Contact linguistic situations are quite normal for Swiss cit : zens - 
for two thirds (even 80% of the women) in our survey. But so far, no 
clear indications about how they communicate across the language bar- 
riers have been available. We should suppose that they are well 
equipped for communication in at least one other language. If we as- 
sume that a minimum period of two years of foreign/other language 
learning is necessary to obtain some degree of communicative compe- 
tence including basic language skills, we do get the impression that 
Swiss bilingual education works. The arrows in the following chart 
show which languages that have been learnt for a minimum of two 
years are available to which percentage of young men (M) or women 
(F) when contacting inhabitants of another linguistic area. For exam- 
ple, 78.4% of the young Italian Swiss women have enough German 
knowledge to communicate with people from German-speaking 
Switzerland, but only 5.4% of the German-speaking males have a com- 
parable competence in Italian. 
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PFRO'NTAGF OF SPEAKERS TAUGHT OTHER SWISS NATIONAL LANGUAGES FOR A 
PERIOD EXCEEDING TWO YEARS: 
ANTEIL PROBANDEN, DIE DIE SPRACHE DER ANDEREN SPR AO IR EGIONEN DER 
SCirWFJZ UNGER ALS ZWEI JAHREN IN DER SCHUl.E GEIJ-.RNT HAM \: 
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M:5.0 F: 11.3 

The chart illustrates that communication in one language channel 
at least should always work. It also shows that the minority group of 
the Italian Swiss carry the heaviest burden in this intra-national 
communication scheme: to a large extent they have acquired not only 
one other Swiss language, hut both French and German! 

English doesn't do badly either: For a third of the young Swiss it 
might serve the purposes of a lingua franca at least theoretically. The 
percentages arc between 37.4 (for German-speaking males) and 67.7 (for 
French-speaking women). When asked whether they actually did use 
the other languages when together with people from different language 
areas, the figures began to look somewhat different. They show now 
that there is a bilingual imbalance between the linguistic groups of 
Switzerland: if Italian-speaking Swiss meet with either German- or 
French-speaking SwLs, the language of communication is predictably 
not Italian, it is either German or French, If French speaking Swiss 
meet with either Italian- or German-speaking Swiss, the language of 
communication is predictably French, not Italian or German. The 
German-speaking Swiss hold a middle ground: they yield to the French 
speakers, but not to the Italian speakers. 
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WHICH IJSNGUAGE DO YOU USE IN COMMUNICATION WITH SWISS PEOM.E WhO 
SPEAK A LANGUAGE OTHER THAN YOUR MOTHER TONGUE? 
IN WIICHIX S PR ACHE UNTERHAETEN SIE MTT ANDERSSPRACIUGEN SCHWI I/J.RN7 IN 
DEN FOLCENDhN KOMMUN1KATIONSSITUATIONEN UNTEH 
VERSCHIEDENSPRAailGm SCHVTl/IRN SIND DIE D0MIN1LRI.NDI.N SPRAOII.N 



In this situation of bilingual imbalance, where one language group 
seems quite unwilling to use another language (the French) and another 
language group mostly has to use other languages (the Italian), the 
chances for English to be used as a language for intra-national commu- 
nication may be seen as increasing. As a foreign language, English is 
not tied up with any particular community of Switzerland. It is a neu- 
tral tool, available to all the linguistic groups in the same way, not 
putting any one group at an advantage or at a disadvantage. 

Already today, English is sometimes chosen as the lingua franca 
between speakers of different linguistic background if their mother 
tongue cannot be used. Of course, the second Swiss language, which 
was taught at school to practically all the Swiss (see above), comes 
first; but English is the second choice in this situation, before the third 
national language. With the trilingual Italian speakers, English is third 
choice, but with German-speaking males conversing with Italian speak- 
ers it is number one, even before French. 

In the light of these and many more data which it was impossible 
to present here, the possibility that English might increasingly be used 
as a lingua franca in multilingual Switzerland must be taken seriously. 
Not many people would like to adopt English officially as an additional 
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language in Switzerland. Also, the 20-year-olds arc clearly against an 
introduction of English. However, they consider it quite conceivable 
that one day English might be made a Swiss national hnguage. 

WHICH IJNNGUAGE DO YOU SPEAK Wmi ANOTIIKR SWISS WHO DOES NOT SPEAK 
YOUR MOTIHIR TONGUE? FEMALE RESPONSES: 
IN WELCHES SPRAOli: UNTERHALTEN SIE MTT EINEM ANDERSSPRACI IIGEN 
SC1IWF.IZER, DHR IHRKN MUTTERSPRACHE NICirT SPRICirr? FRAUI.N: 
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WHICH IJNNGUAGE DO YOU SPEAK WITH ANOTHER SWISS WHO DOES NOT SPEAK 
YOUR MOTHER TONGUE? MALE RESPONSES: 
IN WIXCHER SPRACHKUNTERHALTEN SIE MIT EFKEM ANDERSSPRACI IIGEN 
SCHWEI7ER, DER IHREN NiUTTERSPRACHENICHTSPRlOIT? MANNER: 
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WHAT WOULD YOU THINK OF MAKING ENGLISH A SWISS NATIONAL LANGUAGL? 
FEMALE RESPONSES 
WAS MKINKN SIE ZUM VORSOILAG, AUCHDAS HNGIJSOU: ZUR OFH7JEM.I.N 
LANDESSPRACHE ZU ERKLAREN? 
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WHAT WOULD YOU THINK OF MAKING ENGUSH A SWISS NATIONAL LANGUAGE? 
MALE RESPONSES: 

WAS MEINEN SIE ZUM VORSCHLAG, AUCH DAS ENGUSCHE ZUR OmZIKLUN 
LANDESSPRACHE ZU ERKLAREN7 

50% i 
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Today Switzerland is left in a somewhat schizophrenic situation: 
the genera! population and the politicians want to preserve the tradi- 
tional status of multilingual Switzerland. The idea of accepting 
English officially is clearly resented. Yet, a lot of English is allowed 
into the country through a multitude of channels. English-language 
movies arc shown with their original sound track, and this i.s welcomed 
by the people. English-language music is on the air of Swiss radio sta- 
tions all the time, and ?gam no one would ask for translations. Swiss 
people claim to read as many books in English as in a second Swiss 
language; they write more graffiti in English than in a second Swiss 
language; and they do not hesitate to apply for jobs that require fluency 
in English. 

English is accepted as an additional language, a language for spe- 
cific purposes, and it is accepted as a language for international com- 
munication. However, it is not yet accepted as a language for intra- 
national communication, although its use in joo-rclalcd and leisure-time 
domains makes it increasingly more difficult not to resort to English as 
a possible lingua franca in a multilingual setting. 
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